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            Author’s Note

         

         Dear Reader,

          

         Thank you! Thank you for being excited about romance, for picking up this book and joining Liya and Jay on their tumultuous, sometimes funny, sometimes embarrassing, always adventurous journey as they navigate falling in love.

         Although The Trouble with Hating You is a romantic comedy steeped in Southern sass, mouthy banter, hardheadedness, and Indian traditions, the story also deals with (non-graphic) references to sexual assault, death, and trauma.

         Some aspects of Liya and her life stem from my personal experience, but Liya is also someone I’d want to be more like. She’s opinionated, confident, and resilient. She’s also kind and protective, and has a heart as big as Texas that she’s ready to share with y’all. And maybe even with Jay if he can keep up.

         I sincerely hope you enjoy!

          

         Many thanks and so much love,

         Sajni Patel
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         My mom absolutely loved the crap out of WhatsApp. She didn’t know how to text, but she could do anything on WhatsApp—including sending me a half dozen pictures of the guy she and my dad had chosen for me. And by chosen, I meant the one guy who had even agreed to meet me. Which was a feat in itself, to be honest. He must not have heard about me.

         Now my parents were convinced that he was the one, because he’d been the only one to not turn and run from the mere whisper of the name Liya Thakkar.

         I had absolutely zero interest in allowing my father to arrange my marriage to anyone. While my friends may have ended up in perfectly content matches, I couldn’t give in to the archaic practice of this whole arranged marriage business. Or marriage in general. Or commitment, for that matter. No. Freaking. Thank. You.

         If I wanted to answer to a man for the rest of my life, I’d just live with my father. Thanks to a culture where our twenties meant draconian aunties swooping in to play matchmaker, I had to battle the nauseating notion of lifelong commitment.

         Speaking of the devil from whose loins I came, Dad’s name flashed across my cell phone screen for the twentieth time this week, but I muted the ringer. This was likely another demand that I meet this suitor he’d so precisely picked. After all, as one of his multiple voicemails pointed out, finding a qualified man who would even consider me had been a strenuous five-year hunt. Given my reputation and all. We had to act fast to secure this guy before another woman lured him away. I mean, hell, let her drag him away. It would make my life that much easier.

         Yet…here I was, at my parents’ house because Momma promised this was just an ordinary dinner, just the three of us, and nothing more.

         I checked the rearview mirror of my gray Lexus as I drove to their house in the Woodlands on the outskirts of Houston. The car had been a gift to myself, a reminder of how far I’d come and all that I’d accomplished, including my recent promotion. Also, it was physical proof that I didn’t need a man to take care of me.

         The sun was out, but the towering tree canopy shaded almost every inch of my parents’ charming street. When the houses were built years ago, the developer made a point to cut down as few trees as possible, thus pairing fairly contemporary homes with as much untouched nature as possible.

         Even though I hadn’t always enjoyed spending time with my parents growing up, I loved the neighborhood, and the nostalgia thrust me back to all those mornings running with other kids—the wind in my hair, the faint smell of cedar and cypress trees, and the giggles of girls.

         Nostalgia was the past. The present held a different meaning, as was apparent when I parked on the street, providing plenty of room to escape. Why? Because Dad and I had our differences. So I drew a breath, in and out, and reminded myself that Momma was my sole purpose for coming today. She was the calming one, the nurturing one, the only person in my family worth spending time with, and the source of my unconditional love.

         The walk up the pebbled concrete driveway was much too short. Leaves crunched beneath my brown Prada riding boots, and the breeze offered a hint of iciness, almost like a foreboding chill telling me to turn around.

         I shivered, adjusted the scarf around my neck, and knocked.

         Momma swung open the newly polished oak wood door. The woman barely reached my chin, yet she threw her hands around my shoulders and forced me to lean down. My back gladly bent to her command and my senses lit up with pure joy from the smell of her coconut hair oil and rosewater perfume. She smelled like home.

         We hugged a few seconds longer. It always hurt to let her go, like maybe she’d wither away. Hugging her was the only way I felt like I could protect her.

         She pulled back and swatted the air, her eyes moist. “Why do you always knock? You have a key.”

         I removed my boots outside the door and followed her inside, the decorated tiles cold beneath my socks. “I know, but it’s your house, your privacy.”

         “We knew you were coming. What were you going to interrupt, huh?” She smiled that genuine, heartfelt smile of hers, the one that made my heart ache because it had become a rare sight over the years.

         The spicy aromas of curried vegetables and buttery roti wafted from the kitchen, rolled through the hallway, and greeted me in the foyer. My mouth instantly watered. Who didn’t melt a little when they smelled their mother’s home cooking?

         As I made my way down the hall, I saw Dad sitting on the couch in the family room across from the kitchen. His khaki-covered legs were crossed, and a newspaper was in his hand. The gentle swish of turning pages filled the silence as I waited for his acknowledgment, but after a few cold seconds, I said, “Hey, Dad.”

         “Liya,” he stated in that impassive, flat tone of his.

         Nice. Not even a smile or eye contact. Something in that shuffling newspaper must’ve been pretty important.

         I walked to the stove and peered into pots and pans, my nostrils greedily inhaling many wonderful scents. Momma pulled down plates and cups from the cabinets and set the table. We didn’t usually eat at the table, which should’ve been my first clue.

         “You outdid yourself,” I said, popping a seasoned slice of radish into my mouth. A pinch of salt hit my tongue. Curried vegetables in muted hues of green and orange were piled high in a bowl. Spicy dhal with a swirl of paprika-induced red glistening on the surface simmered in a pot next to a platter of saffron-infused yellow rice. On the granite countertop, crispy papad with hot spots of fennel were stacked on a metal dish beside an open container of creamy raita with bright pieces of mint leaves. My stomach growled something fierce.

         “Just the everyday.”

         “I can’t believe you cook like this twice a day, every day.” I dipped a piece of cucumber into the raita and relished the taste. There was something calming about the refreshing crunch mixed with the tangy yogurt.

         “You should spend more time in the kitchen with your mother and learn how to cook,” Dad said, his eyes glued to the paper. “What will you feed your husband and children?”

         “Food,” I replied as I grabbed a spoon, dipped it into the piping hot dhal, and took a tentative sip of the tomato-heavy sweet-and-sour soup.

         He scoffed. “Takeout, you mean? A woman should be able to cook three fresh meals a day. You don’t want your husband to starve.”

         “I’m sure if it came down to starvation, he could figure things out,” I said, annoyed that his comments took me away from the beauty of Momma’s cuisine.

         “He would be too tired after a long day of work. The least you can do is have a hot meal ready when he steps through the door to show your appreciation.”

         “You do remember that I have an MBA and was recently promoted to lead in my department, don’t you? Which means I work long days. Maybe he should have dinner ready for me.”

         “Absurd. The plight of a woman is to work in order to make money, but the purpose of a woman is to help her husband by taking care of the home and his needs…” he said in that condescending voice.

         I tuned out the rest of his rant about the proper place for women, but unfortunately, my ears wandered back to his babbling when he asked, “Do you even care that people give us such a hard time at mandir about my unmarried daughter residing on her own?”

         “I’m not going to argue with you, just like I’m not going to move back into your house. I’ve been on my own since freshman year in college.”

         He huffed. “Ha. Ms. Independent.” Then he said to Momma, “Make me some cha.”

         Momma, flustered as she put the finishing touches on an elaborate meal, went to grab yet another saucepan to make cha. I lunged for a ladle to ease down the piping hot dhal before it spilled over and asked, “Can I turn this off?”

         She gave a brief nod as she moved gracefully across the kitchen to get milk, sugar, cha, mint, masala, and water, all the fixings for a warm, aromatic drink.

         “And hurry,” Dad added. “You know I like a cup at this time of day.”

         So while she sprinted to make a grand meal—and made sure it was just the right temperature by the time he ate—Dad sat there with nothing else to do except read a paper that wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

         I didn’t glance at Momma, because she’d give me that curt shake of the head that said let it be.

         I tried.

         For about two minutes, until Dad said, looking at me, “And get me water.”

         I held up a hand, embracing my unruly, opinionated self. “You get on me for not knowing how to cook three Indian meals a day, but you can’t possibly get off your butt and make your own cha? Or get some water? It’s right there. The fridge even dispenses it for you.”

         Dad glared at me. Boy, if eyes could light things up, I’d be on fire right about now. Momma gently slapped my arm as I brought items to the table.

         “Watch your mouth,” he growled.

         “Don’t be so bigoted. Momma, bless her heart, cooks so much because you can’t tolerate leftovers. You could help out by making your own cha.”

         Dad crumpled the paper, his knuckles white. “Liya, you are a girl, perhaps the most rebellious one I’ve ever known, and you should bridle that tongue of yours. I don’t know what I’ve done in my past lives for the gods to curse me with you.”

         I raised a sharp brow, my bangled wrist on my hip. “I don’t know about your past lives, but you’ve done enough in this lifetime to deserve some affliction.”

         Momma paled at my side. She turned stiff and stared at her feet while Dad glowered. In his head, he knew damn well what I meant, but somewhere in that black-and-white mentality, he still did not think badly of his actions.

         I took in a long breath. There was absolutely no one in the world who made me lose my crap the way Dad did. And I thought for sure that sometimes he did it on purpose. But if he was the rash-inducing irritant that set me off, then Momma was the Tiger Balm ointment to my wounds. She had a quiet way of calming me, which inspired me to defuse things, if for no one else, then for her.

         “I just mean, Dad, would it hurt for you to get your own water once in a while when Momma is running around? You’d never lift a hand in the kitchen, but maybe a little to get a drink?”

         Instead of acknowledging my question, he said, “We have company arriving any minute. Go touch up. You look unpresentable.”

         By “any minute,” he meant any second, because the doorbell rang. Since this company was apparently anticipated, Dad answered the door himself instead of expecting Momma to.

         I unclenched my aching fists and looked to her for an opening to talk about the “forbidden things,” but she escaped my gaze and took a pitcher of water to the dining area. The table, now fully adorned with five settings, explained why Momma had made so much food.

         She rubbed my arm. “Why must you test him like this?”

         “What about what he does to me? Don’t you find his attitude demeaning?”

         “He does have a point. You must not let your mouth run wild and goad your elders, your parents much less.”

         My jaw dropped, but I wasn’t sure why.

         Lots of people said things could always be worse. Sure. He could physically abuse Momma, in which case losing my crap would be an understatement. But it could be a lot better.

         Dad’s over-friendly voice carried through the hall as it mixed with the upbeat, laughing voices of his company: a man and a woman.

         I popped another sliver of radish into my mouth. “I thought it was only us tonight. Who’s here, and do I have to eat with them?”

         “Jayesh Shah and his mother, and yes, you do have to eat with them.”

         My eyes widened as I recognized Jayesh’s name from Momma’s many WhatsApp messages. “Are you kidding me?”

         Her expression turned to pleading, a look I couldn’t ever seem to deny, but this was far beyond acceptable. “Momma, please,” I whispered, “I told you I did not want to meet this guy.”

         She clutched my arm, and every instinct in my body told me to do whatever it took to make her happy. She needed someone in her corner.

         “Just meet him, please. You can reject him after dinner. But I don’t think you will want to once you meet. Did you see his photos? Isn’t he a handsome boy? I thought you would like him.”

         “You know that’s not how things work. There’s even more pressure to say yes after agreeing to meet. You can’t use passive aggression to force me to marry someone.”

         I scoffed at the voices mingling in the foyer. I still had time to grab my purse and slip out the back door.

         “Please,” Momma begged, her voice trembling. “Dad will be so upset if you leave like this.”

         I clenched my eyes shut, struggling with the prospect of Dad berating Momma because of me.

         “He cannot manipulate me every time I come here. I told him no. I’m sorry,” I breathed. The words splintered my heart the moment they left my lips.

         Before the shadows in the hallway crested into the family room, I fled out the back door. Ignoring my instantly damp socks, I cut through the gate and went around to the front yard. I grabbed my boots on the front porch, slipping one on and hopping haphazardly on one foot before securing the second boot. I hurried to turn the corner of the front porch, around the granite pillar, my attention caught on the stupid pebbles in my right boot instead of looking straight ahead.

         My quick, clean getaway hit a wall. A very hard, solid wall of flesh as I bulldozed all six-foot-plus of finely tailored man to the grass. I wish I could’ve fallen gracefully, or at the least knocked him down and somehow remained on my feet. But no. My body was splayed on top of this stranger, the air knocked from my lungs as I fought to catch my breath. Sugary laddoo and saffron peda rolled across the front yard.

         The man beneath me had a hand on my waist and the other above his head holding a red-and-gold box with the lid crushed open. His blue, fitted, button-down shirt scrunched up at the collar.

         Momma had been right. He was quite handsome, with pitch-black hair, rich light brown skin, dazzling dark brown eyes, and a jawline that could cut glass.

         My heart beat against my chest, and not in an insta-crush way. It beat the way it had when I came dangerously close to getting a less-than-perfect grade. It beat as if I were in trouble, as if I had gotten caught doing something bad.

         And that feeling did not sit well with me.

         “You must be Liya. Would you like a sweet?” he asked in a voice so deep and rumbly, it could’ve made my legs wobble. If I were still standing.

         He brought the nearly crumpled box to my face.

         Um…

         Well…

         All right. This was a definite testament to my stubbornness. Had this been any other situation in the entire world, I would’ve accepted with a laugh. Who didn’t love themselves an Indian sweet? But not today. I shook my head.

         I wasn’t going to avert my gaze first. Keeping my stare locked with his, the mature part of my brain told me to apologize.

         I let out a small sigh. Liya Thakkar was a brutally honest person, but she wasn’t brutally brutal. My lips parted to apologize, but then two things happened.

         One: He spoke again, “A very tempting way to meet, huh?”

         What. The. Hell? Tempting how? Like I literally threw myself at him? Did he know? Well, of course he did! Why he wanted to meet me suddenly made sense. Play me to see if the rumors were true? I knew no decent, traditional man would want to marry me, but to use traditions to test those rumors was vicious.

         Two: He smiled at me. The audacity! And not a kind, pardon-the-awkwardness-this-wasn’t-how-we-intended-to-meet smile. But a flashy, charming, cocky as hell smile. The kind that made women drop their panties in a split second. The kind he probably expected would make me drop my panties. Yep. He’d heard the rumors all right.

         As I pushed myself off my suitor, the thin scarf around my neck practically choked me and yanked me right back against him. My chin hit his toned chest.

         “Do you mind?” I grumbled, verbally smothering his laugh as he moved and lifted the arm that pinned the end of my scarf to the ground.

         I snatched it to my chest and rose as Dad opened the front door and shot eye daggers at me. His lips pressed tightly together, and his hands bunched into fists at his side. His words weren’t audible, but he was most definitely hissing my name, demanding that I get back into that house while he helped my suitor up.

         I did what I had to do. I rolled my eyes at the man flicking grass blades off his dress pants and waved at Dad—an eff-you salute—before hopping into my car. The flare of anger that lit Dad’s face was priceless, worth it, but in the back of my mind, I knew that this embarrassment wouldn’t go unpunished.

         I drove off and eventually parked my car outside my building and rested my head against the steering wheel. More times than not, I was happy to come home to an empty apartment. Peace. Quiet. Freedom. I didn’t have to answer to my parents or some man, or hurry to make dinner for anyone. I bought and owned everything to my liking, no compromises.

         Ugh. The twenty-minute drive hadn’t calmed me as much as I’d have liked. Having someone in my life who reduced me to this emotional mess was not healthy. If not for Momma and my girlfriends, I’d leave Houston forever. That very opportunity had presented itself two weeks ago. A lab position for a giant corporation in Dallas. The offer made my insides tingle. Decent pay, and a reason to leave Houston and all of its hideous memories behind.

         I’d mentioned it to my current boss, Sam. He had convinced me to stay because he saw management in my near future. I had taken that chance and it had paid off in big ways at my current company. I was actually putting my MBA to proper use. Perhaps I’d suffer for another year here and land a management role elsewhere once I had this experience under my belt.

         I took the elevator to the tenth floor and walked to my loft. I kicked off my boots in the foyer, tossed my dirty socks in the hamper, and quickly dropped onto the couch with a glass of red wine. Time to unwind and prepare for the workweek, but first, I answered a group call from Reema, Preeti, and Sana.

         “Hey, Liya! I wanted to see if we could meet the girls at mandir on Saturday?” Reema asked as I put the group on speaker.

         The idea of going to the temple sent chills up my spine. It was the place where draconian aunties gathered and vicious gossip made or broke reputations. But for Reema, I’d do anything. “Sure.”

         “You okay?”

         “Yeah. Why?”

         “Usually, you have something to say.”

         I put on a smile, because people often said that they could tell if one smiled over the phone, and explained, “Girl, you would not believe what my parents tried to pull today.”

         “What?”

         “Dish!” Preeti and Sana blurted at the same time.

         “You know how I’d told them I wasn’t interested in meeting suitors?”

         “Yeah…” Reema said.

         “They invited this guy and his mother over anyway!”

         “No! Stop! That’s why they asked you to go over to their house?” Preeti squealed.

         “Hey, don’t be so quick to snicker, lady. You’re next.”

         “Oh, boy. That time is near,” Preeti replied, her enthusiasm suddenly vanishing.

         “Is there a guy?” Sana asked, moving the conversation toward Preeti, who, unfortunately, volleyed it right back to me.

         “First, let’s talk about Liya and her stud! Was it a big Bollywood meet-cute where your dupatta got stuck to his suit and it was googly-eyed love at first sight?”

         I could not laugh harder. Anger drained out of me like fat draining out from sizzling bacon in a hot pan. Speaking of bacon, that sounded like the perfect thing to have for dinner. While I relayed the entire stunt to the girls, I pulled out all the fixings to make bacon and jalapeño mac and cheese from scratch because, contrary to popular belief, I could cook.
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         I lurched up in bed and hissed from the pain that slashed across my back. Drenched in sweat, I shoved off the covers and grabbed my shoulder as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. My heart beat to an insane rhythm, and my body blazed hot like I was surrounded by fire.

         Hold on. Wait. I was at home. In bed. Not engulfed in flames.

         “Son of a…”

         I stomped into the bathroom and splashed cold water onto my face. My eyes were sunken and my lips downturned. The nightmares came and went, fewer and fewer every year, but they were still there. The worst part wasn’t the pain or memories, but seeing Dad’s face. Smeared with cinder, partially burned and red as he stretched out his hand to push us away. Embers danced around him, grazed his hair, illuminated his eyes. Watery eyes. The kind that spoke immensely about love and life and sacrifice. He made the ultimate sacrifice, and I had not, to this day, forgiven myself for that.

         Dad died because of me. Ma kept saying that I deserved a full and rich life, which was why she tried so hard to find a good woman for me. But the truth was that I didn’t deserve anything, much less a life. Not when Dad sacrificed his life for mine. But how could I ever tell her that?

         I was not really the traditional or religious type. I didn’t particularly enjoy going to mandir every week, nor did I entertain the notion of settling down. But I would never be the cause of another stress for Ma after Dad’s death. He was the love of her life, a kind and compassionate man. I would never leave her side, but how could I tell her that I didn’t deserve the happiness that she wanted for me?

         Shaking my head, I twisted and looked at the scars raked down my back. “You’re a grown man. Get control of yourself.”

         Unable to get back to sleep, I pulled out a skillet and made eggs and toast. As I ate, I read over a few legal files for Reinli BioChem, the company I’d recently been assigned to, and sent out email reminders for my first meeting with them for Monday. This was not exactly the type of work I’d envisioned myself doing, but it was what I had in Houston. To do anything else, I had to leave this city, which meant leaving my family, the people who sacrificed everything for me since Dad’s death. And that was not about to happen.

         I finished up and headed to the mandir to meet the guys for a friendly basketball game. If I had to go to a temple, it might as well be fun.
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         The makeshift court was small, and the movable hoop was a crying shame, but the room was free, and these boys didn’t seem to believe in a gym they had to pay for.

         “I can’t keep doing this,” I said.

         “What?” my brother, Jahn, asked.

         “This sorry so-called court. We have gym memberships. We need to use the court at the gym.”

         “What about us?” Samir asked.

         “Get a membership!”

         “It’s not that bad,” Jahn said.

         “Yes, it is. I can throw the ball across the entire room. We have to dumb down our skills to fit in here. It’s hardly exercise.”

         “Any more complaints?”

         “Yes…” I grumbled, agitated in one of those ways where no matter what I did, I couldn’t shake it off.

         I exhaled and shook my head.

         Samir restarted the game, made points, and the ball came back to me. I loved the feel of a rough, rubbery basketball in my hands. I could grip it as tightly as my fingers allowed and pummel it against the floor, aggression flowing from me and through it.

         The pounding of the ball echoed against the walls as Rohan tried to block me, but I moved left then right. My back hit his shoulder as I crouched, then shot up to score.

         “You mad?” Samir asked.

         Clenching my teeth, I only cocked my chin and bent over, my hands on my thighs as I waited for the next chance to get the ball.

         “I thought this was a friendly game,” Rohan said, bouncing the ball from hand to floor to the other hand.

         “Sorry,” I muttered and snatched the ball from an unsuspecting Rohan and made another point. His team groaned and threw up their hands.

         “Yo, what’s going on with you?” Jahn asked.

         I shoved a hand through my damp hair. “Sorry. I had a rough night. Not that it’s an excuse to demolish you guys. Then again, you’re easy to demolish.”

         And thus, the smack talk began, which siphoned the tension out of the air. The room rumbled with laughter and scuffing sneakers. We didn’t keep score, just played. It was enough to ease my thoughts away from the nightmares. Unfortunately, that left just enough room to recall the debacle of meeting Liya Thakkar.

         Crap. And just like that, I was irritated.

         “Seriously, what’s up?” Jahn asked for the third time.

         “You know Ma and I met with a woman and her parents. Take a guess.”

         “Ma hated her? No, she loved her and you hated her? No, wait, she was great, but you couldn’t stand her parents? No, I bet—”

         “Funny,” I said, cutting him off.

         “Oh, wait, those have all been done before. Why do you care? You don’t want to get married anyway.”

         Jahn was right. I didn’t want to get married, not really. But that was beside the point. I said, “Want to hear something that hasn’t been done before?”

         The guys slowed down to a casual game. Rohan dribbled the ball in place. All eyes were on me.

         “As soon as we walked into the living room, she bolted. I had to run back out to grab our gift for her, and she bulldozed me, she was running so fast. Thank god Ma didn’t see that.”

         “Ha! Messed up!” Jahn chortled like it wasn’t a big deal. “One look at your ugly face and she ran? That’s new.”

         The guys chuckled.

         “It’s not funny. Look, I don’t care if she thought I was ugly or weird. Whatever. Why agree to meet if you’re going to bolt? The worst part was how her parents tried to cover for her. Ma and I felt so bad that we ate with them anyway. She didn’t have to run. She could have just said she didn’t want to meet me. Ma was so happy about us all having dinner, too. She thought the girl running off was something against her. Ma is distraught.” My anger surged just remembering Ma’s teary eyes and embarrassment, her cheeks pink and burning. With all that she’d been through with Dad dying, I couldn’t stand that she’d been brought to tears by some stranger.

         “Ma can be sensitive. Maybe the girl will want to meet again when she’s gotten her nerves under control. It’s kinda sweet.” Jahn grabbed the ball.

         I glared at him. “Sweet is if she actually ran because of some endearing reason. Selfish is putting us all through that at the very last second. At the very least, she could’ve just lied and said she wasn’t feeling well. But no. She actually snuck out the back door, and I happened to catch her. Literally. She ran into me and knocked me down. And despite that, I tried to be casual and play it off, I tried to make jokes and smile to hopefully put her at ease so it wouldn’t be a big deal and we could talk, but she just rolled her eyes and left. Didn’t say a word. Didn’t apologize or make up an excuse. Just left.” Although, admittedly, for a quick minute she did look as if she might rattle off a reason for having to leave. A very brief expression of awkward panic crossed her delicate features before she hardened into stone.

         “It’s for the best anyway. I’ve heard some things.”

         “Why? What’d you hear?” I stole the ball from Jahn but lost it to Rohan.

         Jahn caught his breath before replying, “Word around the mandir is that she’s…well…how to say this nicely. Easy. Gets around.”

         “What?” I choked. By now the other guys had stopped, curious and nosy.

         “You know I don’t like to bad-mouth people, especially when I haven’t met them. But when all the aunties say she’s disrespectful, and some of the girls say she gets drunk and sleeps around, then I’m going to be cautious if she’s being suggested to my brother as a potential wife.”

         “What happened to giving the benefit of the doubt, man? Running out on dinner is one thing, but those are serious accusations.”

         “This is a large community; we can’t possibly meet everyone here. But when that many aunties are saying the exact same thing, it makes you think. All we do know is that her parents approached Ma and talked her up. Gave her a picture. The usual. Ma asked if you were interested. You agreed. We should take into account what people who know her have to say. I’m not saying it’s all true. I’m just watching out for you.”

         “Did you tell Ma what you heard?” I ran a hand down my face, half pissed at this woman and her parents and half pissed just to be pissed.

         “Not exactly. I can’t say something like that to her. She’d ask for proof.”

         “Ma is smart.”

         “Be cautious is all I’m saying.”

         I mulled over his words. Ma was the traditional type, which was fine. She didn’t push anything on me. I grew up knowing what had to get done. High GPA. Esteemed college. Prestigious career. Remain Hindu. Marry a Hindu. Raise a couple of Hindu babies to repeat the cycle. I was appeasing my mother by meeting these women, whom I had no interest in actually getting to know, much less marry. I guessed I wasn’t any better than Liya.

         “Who are you talking about?” Ravi asked.

         “Look, I don’t want to make a big deal if, by chance, everyone is lying or making crap up, but I’m talking about Liya Thakkar. You guys know anything factual about her?”

         Ravi rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Back up. She’s a straight-up bit—”

         Rohan chucked the ball right into Ravi’s stomach. He groaned and bent over. “Not in here,” Rohan warned. “Not in a place of worship.”

         “What’s so bad about her?” I asked.

         Ravi held up a finger before stating, “She moved out of her parents’ house after high school.”

         “To go to college,” Rohan intervened. “Not that moving out when you’re single is a crime or taboo anymore.”

         “She never moved back in. She’s been living on her own, not even with a roommate, doing whatever she wants.”

         “Nothing wrong with that,” Rohan repeated calmly.

         “I went to high school and college with her. Since sophomore year, in high school, she was always on some guy. Plus, she hardly talks to her parents, and when she does, she’s rude to her father. Ask anyone. Ask her parents, even.”

         “You actually saw her with all these guys? Or know for a fact that she moved out to spite her parents?” Rohan asked, anger evident in his tone.

         “I saw her with plenty of guys. Mostly athletes. At lunch, after school, during class, she got along with the guys real well. I’d overhear them telling each other what she’d done with them. It was like something in her snapped during sophomore year. Same thing in college,” Ravi said.

         “Maybe she got along with guys better than girls because she didn’t have the right girls around her then,” Rohan said. “She’s got an inner circle of female friends now, but she doesn’t mess around with toxic ones. It doesn’t prove anything because you don’t see her with other women. Even if she was the way you remember her, it doesn’t mean she still is. Or that we should judge her. Maybe the reason you don’t see her here is because she knows she’s being talked about, and no one wants to hang around people who constantly gossip about them.”

         “You know her that well, huh?” Ravi asked.

         “Yeah, actually I do,” Rohan spat. “I’m not going to lie and say I know everything about her, but I do know if you’re nice to her, she will be a good friend to you. If you’re a jerk or start judging her, she’ll probably put you in your place. Liya is opinionated and strong and doesn’t take crap from anyone. Maybe the problem here is you and not her. All that judgmental, sexist shaming you’re doing isn’t reflective of her but defining you.” His gaze wandered to each of the guys, finally landing on me. “If you’re going to label her a bad person, do it on your own experiences with her, not what anyone else says.”

         “You feel strongly about her,” I commented. Not that a woman should be labeled as “bad” or “unworthy” because she wasn’t “proper.” That double standard always got me. I’ve had my fair share of girlfriends, and some of them ended up in my bed, but no one slapped a label across my face that read defiled.

         “She’s a friend of my fiancée, who is the sweetest,” Rohan continued.

         “Definitely. Reema is awesome.” I’d been around her at mandir, and it was easy to see how lovely she was.

         “Then you know she wouldn’t be best friends with Liya if Liya was such a horrible person. Now let’s play.”

         While the guys grunted and returned to the game, albeit a little annoyed at being called out, I mulled over Rohan’s words. He was right. I shouldn’t judge Liya except on my own experiences with her. We had one experience. Bailing was something that I could get over. But being that rude and inconsiderate toward Ma was an entirely different matter.

         We played another thirty minutes, my thoughts alternating between the game, Dad, and Liya, before a group of women walked into the room.

         A couple of them seemed to recognize some of us guys and waved. But the last girl, who strolled in with a bright, glossy smile and the eyes of a Bollywood starlet, ran her gaze over us and met her friends against the wall.

         It was her. Liya Thakkar. There was no denying it, not with her devastatingly beautiful features and arrogant tilt of the chin.

         After a few minutes, one of the ladies approached us and said, “Are you done yet? We booked this room for five minutes ago.”

         I was ready to drop the game, seeing that time had gotten away from us, and stepped out, but Ravi said, “Give us ten more.”

         She shrugged and returned to her friends. After a few moments, Liya approached, hands on her generous hips, one foot tapping, and said in a rigid tone, “Are you done yet?”

         “Ah, come on. How many times have we stopped in the middle of a game to let you all take the room?” Ravi asked.

         “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never booked this place.” She swept a tired glance around the room. “If you’re so gentlemanly, then you’ll stop now. How many times do we have to ask? You know we’ve been waiting.”

         “All right. All right.” Ravi and Rohan pulled the basketball hoop stand into the corner while Jahn and others swept the floor, as was the policy after using the room.

         “What are you ladies doing?” I asked, digging through my irritation to give her one last chance. Maybe, just maybe, she’d been having an off day and had some hilarious reason to bail on dinner.

         “Practicing,” she replied, her focus on the area as if mapping out the logistics of the room.

         “Practicing what?”

         She peered around me without a second glance. Did she not recognize me? “We’re going to perform a couple of dances at Rohan and Reema’s wedding reception.”

         “That’s pretty cool. Need some guys to help?”

         She paused, her sparkly red nail against the corner of her mouth. “No.”

         “You sure? I can dance pretty well.”

         “Not interested.”

         “I’m just saying. Those dances are usually better when you have guys and girls in them.”

         Every time Ravi walked by, they exchanged surly glances, and her mood was clearly moving toward angry.

         “Are you done yet? We don’t have a lot of time left, thanks to you guys,” she said finally.

         Actually, that was Ravi and the guys. I’d immediately stopped and was ready to clean up, but whatever. Instead, I said, “We’re putting things away. You don’t have to be so irritated.”

         “Really, when we reserved this room, patiently waited, politely asked, and now I’m being told by some guy that I should be…less irritated?”

         “Well, I didn’t mean it that way.”

         “What exactly did you mean? I don’t think I’m being unreasonable. Now, are you done?”

         “Well, unless you want to play,” I said jokingly, to lighten the mood. Maybe if I smiled, if she knew we could be cordial, Liya would relax a little.

         “Listen, you are wasting our practice time.”

         “I was actually kidding. Of course we’ll get out of your way.” I seriously wondered if this was the woman Ma had actually wanted me to meet, the one whose parents spoke so well of her. Or was I just catching her on a very off week?

         “Can you move a little faster? We don’t have a lot of time.”

         “Wow. Liya, right?”

         “Yes. Obviously…” she muttered, the only indication she gave that she did indeed recognize me. “I would just like for you and your friends to leave. At this point, you’re just being a pretentious ass.”

         “And you know me so well? I was offering to help you.”

         “I know guys like you. Good-looking, cocky dudes who strut around thinking girls will give them anything because they wink at them. Please. Look at the way you’re standing, looking down at me, like you’re some god on a pedestal. You don’t even know you’re doing it. You think you can just smile and expect me to swoon?”

         I glanced at our mingling groups, all warmth and conversations, and here we were, bickering. “No. That’s not even what I was trying to—Never mind.”

         “Just say what’s on your mind.”

         “Maybe you just have a stick up your butt. You need help getting that thing out, or do you like it wedged up there?”

         She wiggled a little. “Feels good, actually.”

         “I’m sure it hurts to walk. I’m Jay Shah, by the way. You might know the name? I know you must remember the face.”

         She opened her mouth to shoot something back, but seemingly stuttered over whatever she was about to say. Maybe she was the tiniest bit embarrassed about what she’d done at her parents’ house. Would she apologize? Would she mention an excuse?

         Now would’ve been the perfect time for her to say something.

         And she didn’t.

         Rohan popped up beside us, the court clean behind him as Jahn and the other guys left, and said, “Hey, Liya. What are you ladies doing here?”

         As if we were in another realm, her face lit up. Her smile was breathtaking, not that her looks could erase the friction between us.

         “Rohan! It’s a surprise for your wedding. You have to leave.” She beamed at him, her words sweet and almost singsong, the way a girl might speak endearingly to her brother.

         Rohan tilted his head and pointed at himself. “I have a really good surprised face that I can use later.”

         She shook her head, her grin never faltering. “Nope. Sorry. Anyway, how are you? Haven’t seen you in a few weeks.”

         “I’m good. Trying to get into shape before the big day.”

         “Looking great. Don’t get too skinny, though, because we don’t have time to order a new sherwani from India.” She laughed with him, melodious and perfectly normal, as if we hadn’t just been annoying each other.

         What the hell? I thought as I watched an interaction too sweet to tolerate.

         He laughed and patted his stomach. “I’ll take your advice. I’m fiending some Tex-Mex right now.” He turned to me. “You in?”

         “After we ‘worked out’?” I asked with air quotes.

         “Please get him out of here,” Liya said, although I couldn’t tell which one of us she spoke to.

         I shrugged, and we followed the other guys out. I elbowed Rohan and asked, “So that’s your idea of nice?”

         “You must’ve done something to irritate her.”

         “She’s like a bear? The slightest movement provokes her? I just smiled.”

         “That did it, then,” he joked.
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         A toasted bagel smothered in warm cream cheese hung out of my mouth while I perilously balanced a coffee in one hand and flipped through notes with the other. I wasn’t quite sure what had happened since the last lead left, but I might have, for the first time in my life, bitten off more than I could chew. Speaking of, I shoved more bagel into my mouth and felt cream cheese smear across my cheek. Creamy white stuff was the base of all jokes Wendy, my new assistant, made.

         She grinned at me from over her purple-rimmed glasses and brushed the corner of her mouth. “You, uh, got something there. Wild morning?”

         I tried not to laugh, because, one, encouraging Wendy only added to her power, and two, the last thing I wanted was to spit out my bagel and ruin my four-hundred-dollar Alexander Wang sweater tee.

         Covering my mouth, I held up a finger, trying to silence her and quell the impending laugh, but screw Wendy, because she said, “Careful, don’t want to choke on all that creamy white stuff.”

         I absolutely lost it and erupted into very unladylike laughter. At least I didn’t choke. Wendy and I had been friends for almost a year now, and I was glad that becoming her boss with this promotion hadn’t ruined our relationship.

         Tears pooled in my eyes. I fanned my face. “Stop it. Stop, seriously, I don’t want to ruin my eye makeup and look like a raccoon for my meeting.”

         “Oh, honey. You set yourself up.”

         “I’m so glad that we finally get to work together. You were always the highlight of coming up here to talk to the old boss.”

         “Yeah. She couldn’t handle me the way you can.”

         “What? She didn’t like your dirty jokes?”

         “I think she almost fired me at one point!”

         I laughed. “Why don’t you stop trying to make me choke and help me figure out this abysmal fiscal disaster?”

         “Did Lisa leave you that much of a mess?”

         “Yes.” I sipped coffee and downed the rest of my bagel, and then added, “I’m beginning to think her leaving was not her call. I hope, for the sake of her new job, that she isn’t in charge of their budget.”

         “I’m not a budget genius, but I’ll try to help. Give me that one.” She flipped through a red folder and nodded her head, then shook it and tsked.

         “You have no idea what you’re looking at, do you?”

         She dropped the file on my desk. “Nope. That’s why you’re the boss and I’m your faithful assistant.”

         “It’s okay.” I exhaled.

         “Just tell the director you don’t know.”

         “That’s not an acceptable answer,” I replied and paced my office, my nose buried in the red folder. Red meant urgent, right? These atrocious numbers had certainly acquired a rightful status in the red file. A headache thrummed above my nose and behind my eyes.

         “I meant more like, you literally just stepped into this position this morning and are looking through files and will have an answer for them as soon as possible.”

         “Better. I just can’t accept that I’m fumbling into my first meeting.”

         “Not your fault. They won’t expect you to have figured this out within the first hour of getting your hands on it.”

         “Mmm…” I hummed in disagreement. Things changed when an employee leveled up to executive status, and being manager over the entire research division left me only four positions away from CEO. There had to be a better response than “I don’t know.”

         “Have a seat. I’ll need you to type some notes while I dictate. Divide and conquer.”

         Wendy plopped into my cushioned leather chair and swiveled back and forth. “Nice, boss. I’ll transcribe for you anytime.”

         Between the rapping against the keyboard, my Prada heels tapping against the wooden floor planks, and dictating, the nine o’clock hour sped by. This was the distraction that I needed to ignore the pangs in my chest for running out…not on Dad or Jay and his mother, but on Momma. She had messaged and called, but I couldn’t quite come to terms with the pain in her blubbering words. I’d selfishly avoided her, but I had to apologize. I had been deceived into that dinner, and perhaps my behavior hadn’t been rational, but it was meant for Dad and Jay—who was indeed the cocky type I’d thought he was. I hadn’t intended to hurt her. But that was me, always hurting my mom by default.

         A subtle alarm went off, and it took a few sentences and three paces before I noticed.

         “What is that?” I asked.

         “You have ten minutes until your meeting.”

         “You set an alarm?”

         “Yes.” Wendy winked. “And ten minutes gives you time to wrap up that last thought, take a quick bathroom or coffee break, and head downstairs to conference room 1-B.”

         I took the last swig of my now cold coffee. “Thank you.”

         “I’m not just here to look pretty. I’ll finish this document, save it to a shared file, and head back to my desk.”

         “See you in an hour. Wish me luck.”

         “You’re Liya, who needs no such thing.”

         “So sweet. You’ll make my teeth rot.”

         Wendy’s laugh filled the office behind me as I left. I rushed through a bathroom break and checked my skirt and makeup in one of three large, oval mirrors. The dark circles under my eyes appeared a little more pronounced than usual.

         Mental note: try a better concealer.

         With an unstressed bladder, poised appearance, and chin up, I stepped out of the floral-scented bathroom. The hallway from my office to the elevator stretched the entire width of the building, and passing through without being stopped seemed impossible. A dozen people congratulated me, stopping to chat. I so valued the welcome, the support and appreciation of a lot of hard work and many long hours. As much as I wanted to stop, I had to thank them on my way to the elevator, checking my watch to realize I was now three minutes late for my meeting. Ugh. Screw me.

         The elevator, of course, took forever, but I wasn’t about to break an ankle clanking down five flights of metal stairs in these high heels. I impatiently tapped a foot and silenced an annoyed groan when the doors opened to reveal four people and just enough room for me to wiggle in.

         And of course people shuffled out at every floor, bumping me along the way, until only one other person remained standing alongside me. The doors slid open, and I hurried out.

         To add to the ticking clock, conference room 1-B just had to be the farthest conference room from the elevator. I touched the door handle and took a few seconds to catch my breath. My heart pounded in my chest and my spiked adrenaline decided to stay spiked.

         Clearing my throat, I turned the knob and quietly but quickly opened the door, thankful that the hinges didn’t squeak. As my gaze flitted across the room, paired with my apologetic whisper, it landed on an empty seat on the far side. I slipped into the chair, straightened my skirt underneath the oak table, and noted every person in the room from my director to the budget committee director.

         The man at the head of the room, in front of a board filled with colorful charts, had stopped speaking the second I walked in and now glared at me. Oh, crap on the stick he said was up my butt, it was the guy from mandir, the pompous one who expected me to drop my panties with one smile.

         Part of me wanted to just forget this entire mess, walk out, and yell, “Not today!” But there was, unfortunately, nowhere to go. And Liya Thakkar did not run from anyone, much less a man in her domain. I’d been here for years. Why was he suddenly here?

         Jayesh Shah. He was like a fire ant. A tiny, annoying creature that, if given the chance, only required one minor sting to itch and burn and annoy for days and weeks to come.

         He stated, “You’re ten minutes late.”

         “I apologize.”

         “Liya Thakkar?”

         “I am.” As if he didn’t know.

         “Hmm…” he hummed, and leisurely swept his gaze over me.

         Oh, hell. I know he did not just pass judgment.

         “I know you’re new to this upper management schedule, but in the case of meetings, we start on the hour. If you’re going to be late, you might as well not come.”

         My director, Sam, who sat at the head of the table to my immediate left, grumbled beneath his breath and scratched his temple. My skin flared hot.

         “If you can’t keep up—”

         “I can keep up.” How about he just finish whatever presentation he had?

         He crossed his arms, stretching the fabric of a well-tailored gray pinstripe suit. I couldn’t ignore the sharp look of his suit against medium brown skin, the lighter tones in his eyes, and his pitch-black hair. Having been very up close and personal sprawled over him on my parents’ lawn, those features could not be easily forgotten.

         “Did you even read the emails that were sent out?”

         I smiled smugly. “You must’ve forgotten to include me.”

         “Apparently, as I see you’ve come empty-handed. Take a mental note, all of my meetings require a notepad and a report, but seeing that you’re sorely lacking in both areas, I assume we won’t be getting much information from you.”

         I tapped a well-manicured ruby-red nail against the table. “Ask anything you’d like.”

         He smirked, and if I believed in a devil, then I could bet my pretty panties I was staring at him right now. “What is your department deficit?”

         I mentally went over the mash-up of numbers I’d read from the red file and replied, “Just under one million.”

         “We’ll need specific numbers from now on. As well as comprehensive lab reports on all MDR products. Maybe you can make that your homework for our next meeting.”

         “I apologize that I wasn’t able to provide an answer that pleases you within my first hour in this position, but I will have the figures for you next week.”

         He began to roll his eyes but stopped short. He returned to his presentation as if I hadn’t responded at all. “Moving along…”

         Jay was apparently the corporate lawyer newly assigned to our division, which explained why he took the entire hour to ramble. The basics were this: our company was on the brink of financial ruin, and he had to know how much money we could spare to stay afloat. Plenty of lawsuits were on their way, and he was here to try to curb them, if not stop them, hence needing detailed lab reports. I guess people would not stand for inferior medical diagnostic reagents (MDRs).

         I groaned to myself, wondering how I’d ended up with a company that had caused so much suffering to patients.

         Others offered a suggestion or two when Jay opened the floor for thoughts. When his gaze fell on me, that incredibly derisive smirk landed on his lips as he said, “Well, I’m sure your hour in your new position wasn’t enough time to figure this out.”

         I could do nothing except stare at him. Was he actually this annoyed with me for not having answers, or was he upset over the whole dinner fiasco? I glared at him, but he didn’t seem fazed. He went on, a definite tick in his jaw, but I didn’t come this far to get my panties ruffled because of Jayesh Shah.

         Everyone gathered their things at the end as Jay concluded, “Thank you all for coming and for your contributions.”

         “You’ve got to work on how you handle people,” Sam whispered when he leaned toward me.

         I released an exasperated breath as Sam filed out of the room behind everyone else. Jay sat down and shuffled his papers together, sticking them inside a black briefcase. We eyed each other as I walked around the table toward the door just to his right. As I did so, he slowly stood up, way up. The man was well over six feet tall. He buttoned his suit jacket with one hand, his chin high, his hooded eyes boring into mine. We both gave each other the slow look-over.

         His look lingered on my legs, longer and leaner thanks to the pumps. When his gaze swept back up, he pressed his lips together, and a shallow dimple deepened in his cheek.

         “Don’t stare too hard, you might be late to your next meeting,” I said.

         He shook his head and took two strides to reach the exit. Placing his hand on the door above my head and slowly moving it back to open all the way, he shrugged and said, “I’m not frivolous with my time.”

         He moved past me, bombarding my senses with a mild hint of cologne and a lot of arrogance. I decided not to fume, because why bother? He’d learn not to mess with me soon enough.

         I found him facing the elevators and regretted not giving him more of a head start.

         “Couldn’t stay away from me, could you?” he asked, his focus on the metallic doors as they slid open and we stepped inside.

         “Please don’t let your inflated head blow up in here. I don’t want to die today.”

         He pressed a button and asked, “Which floor?”

         But I’d already leaned past him and pressed the button for the fifth floor. “I don’t need you to press my buttons.”

         “Looks like I already do.”

         “Are you always this irritating?” I crossed my arms in spite of not wanting to give Jay the satisfaction of knowing how much he got to me.

         “Are you always this mouthy?”

         “Yes.”

         “You should put that mouth to better use.”

         I gawked at him. “Excuse me?”

         He shook his head, his features and tone softening when he replied, “I mean by being nice.”

         “Don’t patronize me by telling me to be nicer. I’m kind to likewise people. You don’t fall into that category.”

         “Because I called you out for being late to my meeting?”

         “First of all, I apologized for that. Not that you asked, but I was late because everyone kept stopping me in the hall to congratulate me on my promotion. I couldn’t just run past them without a word, could I?”

         He scoffed, eyeing the floor numbers on the wall. “This coming from Liya Thakkar.”

         “I neither asked for nor care about your opinion, just like at mandir. You should comport yourself better.”

         “Yeah,” he grunted, “because I was such a tool.”

         “Your words, not mine.”

         “Let’s not compare your opinion of me at mandir to my view of you walking out on our dinner.”

         “What?” I asked, tight-lipped.

         He chuckled. “Inviting us to your parents’ home and then running out without a word. Not even an apology after bulldozing me, much less an apology for leaving everyone, especially my mother and your parents, in a state of shocked embarrassment.”

         “Let’s not assume I invited anyone to anything.”

         “But you did run out. In fact, you literally ran right into me, and still, you didn’t say a word. Why was that?” he asked, his tone inching toward annoyed.

         I sucked in a deep breath. I had two options: argue for the sake of arguing, or apologize. But the dinner situation wasn’t my fault to apologize for, and I was too tired to argue with some hotshot lawyer who was sure to make my work life a living hell. So I stayed silent.

         The elevator slowly came to a stop. I exited without another word, but Jay said, “See you next week, Ms. Thakkar.”

         “With bells on.”

         “I’d like to see that…”

         I growled beneath my breath. Did he always have to have the last word? Worse than that, I didn’t have a snappy comeback.

         But I did have an onslaught of messages from Momma, which I carefully perused back at my desk. With my head down and focused on my phone, Wendy didn’t ask how the meeting went. Or maybe I actually had fumes coming out of my head.

         After closing the door and calming myself, I paced the small office.

         And finally called Momma.

         My resolve had been to stand my ground, but the moment her shaky voice stammered across the phone, my heart broke.

         Apologies came tumbling out. From both sides, surprisingly. Not from Dad, of course. Never from Dad. But I broke down, like a little girl, for my mom. Not because she was disappointed in me, or because I was sorry for walking out, but because Dad had said horrible, abusive things to her. Because of me. Because she couldn’t control me.

         “Oh, Momma…” I muttered into the phone, my voice shaking with rage and my nails digging into my hand. “I’m so sorry. But…it’s not all my fault. Dad took things too far. Have you ever thought of standing up to him?” I asked, knowing full well that leaving him, in our community, was out of the question.

         “Don’t ever say such a thing,” she whispered.
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